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Thousands march in Brick City, 
demand end to police brutality 
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Contract’s cost divided governor’s aides 


Susan K. Livio and Ted Sherman For The Star-Ledger 


New Jersey Health Commissioner Judith 
Persichilli and senior officials in Gov. Phil 
Murphy’s administration clashed behind the 
scenes over the cost of a $500,000 contract 
for a consultant the state hired to help navi- 
gate the deadly coronavirus crisis inside the 
state’s nursing homes, NJ Advance Media 
has learned. 

Murphy announced May 6 that Persich- 
illi had retained Manatt Health, a national 
health advisory consulting group, to assess 
the state’s response to the coronavirus in 
long-term care facilities, where one in 13 res- 
idents has died in the pandemic. And Per- 
sichilli seemed in full accord with the gov- 
ernor. “They’re going to hit the ground 
running,” she said of the high-profile con- 
sultants. 

But inside the administration, a different 
story was playing out. 

In private conversations recorded without 
her knowledge and shared by a source with 
NJ Advance Media, Persichilli complained 
about the cost of the three-week contract 
with Manatt and the company’s lack of expe- 
rience with running nursing homes. In the 
recording, she tells several unnamed col- 
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Thousands of people attend a rally and march Saturday afternoon in Newark 
to protest the killing of George Floyd by a police officer in Minneapolis and to 
help bring attention to police brutality. The demonstration remained peace- 
ful for hours, with the exception of a few isolated incidents, and most of the 
crowd had dispersed by evening. The nature of the afternoon rally appeared 
in sharp contrast to the violent protests, riots and looting that have broken out 
across the nation during the past few days and nights. In other cities, protest- 
ers clashed with police, set fire to police cars and other vehicles, and torched 


businesses. Story, All. Michael Mancuso, NJ Advance Media for The Star-Ledger 


leagues that she initially had refusedtosign “Thisis going 

it — even as she came under pressure from 

the governor’s top advisers. to be OPR Aed. 
“Tam not signing a contract that I think is 

excessive. Iam notsigningitasthecommis- Jt will hit the 

sioner and I am not signing it as a taxpayer in 

New Jersey,” she said. light of day.” 


And Persichilli warned what would hap- 
pen when the contract would ultimately be 
released under the Open Public Records Act. 

“This is going to be OPRAed. It will hit the 
light of day,” the commissioner predicted. 
“I don’t care what type of public health 
emergency this is. There’s no contract that 
I’m going to sign that is $195,000 more than 
the next highest bidder for four weeks of 
work. I’m not doing it.” 

Persichilli said she ultimately renegoti- 
ated the contract to $195,000 less than what 
the governor’s office had offered, according 
to the recording. 

As a professional services contract, the 
state was under no mandate to put out a bid. 

Persichilli did not return calls or texts 
regarding the discussions. A state Health 


State Health Commissioner 
Judith Persichilli, ina 
recording obtained by 

NJ Advance Media 


SEE CONTRACT, A12 
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THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK 


Silence descends 
on N.J. hospitals, 
but staff wonder 
for how long 


Spencer Kent For The Star-Ledger 


The once chaotic unit has fallen eerily 
silent. 

The clamor of beeping machines, 
whooshing ventilators and emergency 
codes blaring over loudspeakers have 
stilled. The doctors and nurses who once 
scrambled to treat a deluge of gravely ill 
coronavirus patients have moved on. 

Only a few weeks ago, one of Holy Name 
Medical Center’s COVID-19 ICUs was over- 
whelmed. 

Now it’s empty. 

The Teaneck hospital recently dis- 
charged the last patient from the unit. 

From “filled to the brim with every 
patient intubated,” said Dr. Suraj Saggar, an 
infectious disease specialist at Holy Name, 
“and now you fast forward to the end of 
May, and it’s empty.” 

For nearly three months, bedlam 
reigned over New Jersey hospitals. But 
a strange calm has settled over them as 
patient volume continues to fall and the 
rate of new COVID-19 cases declines. 

While some coronavirus patients still 
remain under care, a new chapter is emerg- 
ing, as hospitals around the state pivot to 
what they call “the new normal.” They are 
implementing a range of new protocols 
and another round of physical renovations 
as they transition to again care for non- 
COVID-19 patients. 

But many of their coronavirus units 
remain ready and waiting. 

The strong possibility of the virus’s 
resurgence in the fall — or even before 
then — looms large in a pandemic that 
has already claimed more than 11,600 
lives in New Jersey and infected at least 
159,608. 
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INSIDE A SPECIAL REPORT 


Unpaid and unanswered 


NJ Advance Media spoke to dozens of people who have 
spent weeks desperately seeking unemployment benefits. 
The wait, many say, has pushed them to the brink as they 
exhaust savings, plunk down credit cards, and worry about 
how this is affecting their families. Here are some of their 
faces — with more inside and on NJ.com. Pages A6-A7 
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